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“The year was 2081, and everybody was finally equal. They weren’t only equal before God and the law. They were equal every which way.” (Vonnegut 198) These are the first lines of Kurt Vonnegut Jr.’s dystopic short story “Harrison Bergeron”. In Vonnegut’s dystopic future, the government equalizes mental ability by zapping smart people in the head so they can’t think. The beautiful wear masks to keep them from outshining the ugly, and the athletic are weighted down so as not to outstrip the klutzes. Vonnegut never mentions what happens to the economy in this scenario. However, we can assume that the economy, at whatever level of efficiency it may still function, is state-controlled, because everything else is.

To what extent is Vonnegut merely indulging his wild imagination, and to what extent is he extrapolating trends already present in our own day? The current political climate seems to favor egalitarianism, as class warfare demagoguery triggered the election of the most inexperienced President and (possibly) the stupidest Vice-President in history. (Joe Biden’s hair plugs may represent an attempt at egalitarianism on the part of the balding, though so far, no one else’s hair has been ripped out to make him feel better.) Daniel Webster knew the whole Constitution by heart. Modern politicians have shorter memories, but no matter—they can compensate for their lack of mental ability by using Teleprompters. Nancy Pelosi is an obvious candidate for the role of Handicapper General, though if we wanted a male Handicapper General, we could draw from a wide pool of stupid authoritarian male politicians. 

In the non-political sphere, the use of grade inflation and curve grading represent a growth in egalitarianism in the intellectual world. So far, no one has been forced to wear a mask, and the worship of cover-girl blondes continues unabated, despite occasional attempts of the obese to steal the spotlight. Every day, we hear demands for salary caps on Wall Street, but so far I’ve heard no one suggest capping the salary of Sean Penn or Tiger Woods. Apparently, the drive toward egalitarianism and the denigration of intellect, so prevalent in the business and political arenas, have not yet reached the world of sports and entertainment, probably because the liberals leading the charge have too many friends in Hollywood.


In Screwtape Proposes a Toast, Screwtape warns that the egalitarian policy described in “Harrison Bergeron” “…leads to a nation without great men, a nation mainly of subliterates, full of the cocksureness which flattery breeds on ignorance, and quick to snarl or whimper at the first hint of criticism. And that is what Hell wishes every democratic people to be….The democracies were surprised lately when they found that Russia had got ahead of them in science. What a delicious specimen of human blindness! If the whole tendency of their society is opposed to every sort of excellence, why did they expect their scientists to excel?” (C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters and Screwtape Proposes a Toast, New York: Macmillan, 1961, p. 169) I assume that this is a reference to Sputnik. Although Screwtape was a devil assigned to “the English sector,” (Lewis 166), we can see this situation developing in American schools as students grow ever lazier, parents more self-absorbed, and teachers more and more politically correct and less and less qualified for their jobs. That’s why our schools produce students who think the world is about to end from global warming, but can’t recite the Declaration of Independence or name the Vice President. (On second thoughts, the identity of our current Vice President may be an area where ignorance is bliss.)


Few real-life people excel in every area like Harrison Bergeron. The intelligent may be plain, the beautiful clumsy. But instead of envying the talents of others, we ought to focus on improving our own. As the brilliant physicist Dr. Robert Stadler remarks in Atlas Shrugged, 
“‘…do you know the hallmark of the second-rater? It’s resentment of another man’s achievement. Those touchy mediocrities who sit trembling lest someone’s work prove greater than their own—they have no inkling of the loneliness that comes when you reach the top. The loneliness for an equal—for a mind to respect and an achievement to admire. They bare their teeth at you from out of their rat holes, thinking that you take pleasure in letting your brilliance dim them—while you’d give a year of your life to see a flicker of talent anywhere among them. They envy achievement, and their dream of greatness is a world where all men have become their acknowledged inferiors. They don’t know that that dream is the infallible proof of mediocrity, because that sort of world is what the man of achievement would not be able to bear.’” (Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged, New York: Signet, 1992, p. 333) Let’s not be second-raters. Instead, let’s all join and encourage the pursuit of excellence wherever we find it, either in ourselves or in others. (Word Count: 837)
